What are the Ancient Landmarks
of Freemasonry?

We frequently refer in Freemasonry to the Ancient Landmarks of our Order, yet they are
nowhere specified or listed. So, what constitutes a Masonic Landmark and is it even possible
to list them?

In the Book of Constitutions of the Grand Lodge of Ireland the first of the Laws and
Regulations states:

“The Grand Lodge of Ireland, hereinafter called the Grand Lodge, as representing
the whole Fraternity of Freemasons of Ireland, has an inherent right to make new
Laws and Regulations, and to alter those already made, preserving at the same
time the Ancient Landmarks.”

A Landmark can be defined as any historical event by which we estimate other events and
things; it is a point outstanding in a course of advancement or development. But these are
only part of what the Freemason has in mind. He goes back to the Biblical idea of the rock
that cannot be moved; he sees his landmarks as a history or a tradition; as a law, a rule, or a
tenet; as a rite or a custom; as a system; as a prerogative or right; as something (to him)
fundamental - each and all of them in existence and coming down to him from time
immemorial.

Irish Craft ritual contains many references to Landmarks among which are:

The newly made Fellow Craft is told in the last paragraph of the Charge:

As a Craftsman, in our private assemblies, you are entitled to offer your opinion on
such subjects as are regularly introduced under the superintendence of the Master,
whose duty it is to guard our Landmarks from encroachment.

The newly raised Master Mason is told in the second paragraph of the Charge:
The Ancient Landmarks of the Craft are to be your constant care, and you are to
preserve them sacred and inviolate, ...

Many Masonic writers have articulated their own perspectives on the subject of the
Landmarks. The difficulty of defining a Masonic Landmark is admitted by all who have given
the subject serious thought. A widely accepted definition can be found in Principles and
Practices of Masonic Jurisprudence (1869), by John W. Simons, Past Grand Master of New
York:



We assume those principles of action to be landmarks which have existed from
time immemorial, whether in the written or unwritten law: which are identified
with the form and essence of the Society: which, the great majority agree, cannot
be changed, and which every mason is bound to maintain intact under the most
solemn and inviolable sanctions.

While such a definition has been generally accepted it is not beyond criticism.

To the customs, practices and traditions that are declared to have existed since time
immemorial, there are those who are inclined to want to extend them with little regard. But,
against this, it is contended that if any group of Freemasons were to come together and
agree on a new and common belief they would not and could not in fact create a Landmark.
It is held that a Landmark can be discovered, but not created. Nor can it be changed, altered,
improved or obliterated.

William Preston's conception of a Landmark was a boundary set up as a check to innovation.
That looks well until you remember that the Landmarks of Freemasonry were not set up by
anybody; it is argued that they just were and are. A landmark has been defined as a
fundamental part of Freemasonry, something that cannot be altered without destroying its
identiy. Axel Poignant in Ars Quatuor Coronatorum Vol. XXIV, maintains that every tenet of
the Craft is a Landmark, but an allegory or symbol that teaches or indicates it is not. Further,
a Landmark must be part and parcel of the Freemason's peculiar system of morality, and not
of the allegory that veils and of the symbols that illustrate it. The teaching or meaning which
the allegories convey may be a Landmark. His statement, fanciful in some of its details, met
with criticism, but was a brave attempt to set out an understandable point of view, far more
in keeping with the times than the lengthy lists printed in many Masonic books.

We have seen that the Freemason is charged with the duty of observing the Landmarks. But
what are they? The best writers on the subject are unanimous on two essential points:

1. A landmark must have existed from the ‘time whereof the memory of man runneth
not to the contrary’.

2. Alandmark is an element in the form or essence of the Society of such importance
that Freemasonry would no longer be Freemasonry if it were removed.

If these two qualifications are used, without exception, to test whether certain practices,
systems, principles, or regulations can be admitted as Landmarks, it will be found that there
are very few that will pass this rigid test.

Just as there is no authoritative definition, so no Landmarks are named by the Grand Lodge
of Ireland, which, in its wisdom, has neither defined nor specified them. It has been said that



"by inference if the landmarks were approved by the Constitutions, that same authority

could disapprove them, whereas Landmarks are unchangeable." It should be impossible,

therefore, for anybody to dogmatise in a matter in which Grand Lodge makes no

pronouncement, and in which experienced Masons cannot agree.

Masonic writers have often quoted a list of twenty-five so-called Landmarks proposed by the

well-known American Mason, Albert G. Mackey, the original editor of An Encyclopedia of
Freemasonry (1858). They include:
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The modes of recognition.

The division of Symbolic Masonry into Three Degrees.

The Legend of the Third Degree.

The government of the fraternity by a Presiding Officer called a Grand Master.

The prerogative of the Grand Master to preside over every assembly of the Craft.

The prerogative of the Grand Master to grant Dispensations for conferring degrees at
irregular times.

The prerogative of the Grand Master to give dispensations for opening and holding
Lodges.

The prerogative of the Grand Master to make Masons at sight.

The necessity of Masons to congregate in Lodges.

The government of the Craft, when so congregated in a Lodge by a Master and two
Wardens.

The necessity that every Lodge, when congregated, should be duly tiled.

The right of every Mason to be represented in all general meetings of the Craft and to
instruct his representatives.

The Right of every Mason to appeal from the decision of his brethren in Lodge
convened, to the Grand Lodge or General Assembly of Masons.

The right of every Mason to visit and sit in every regular Lodge.

No visitor, unknown as a Mason, can enter a Lodge without first passing an
examination according to ancient usage.

No Lodge can interfere in the business of another Lodge, nor give degrees to
brethren who are members of other Lodges.

Every freemason is Amenable to the Laws and Regulations of the Masonic jurisdiction
in which he resides.

Qualifications of a candidate: that he shall be a man, without mutilation, free born,
and of mature age.

A belief in the existence of God.

Subsidiary to this belief in God, is the belief in a resurrection to a future life.

A "Book of the Law" shall constitute an indispensable part of the furniture of every
Lodge.

The equality of all Masons.



23. The secrecy of the institution.
24. The foundation of a Speculative Science, for purposes of religious or moral teaching.
25. These Landmarks can never be changed.

Although he based his selection on the two essential tests already noted, quoting them
almost word for word, his list ran to twenty-five items, most of which could never have
actually passed the test as Landmarks.

Mackey's list provides food for thought but very little basis for agreement. Today, the
tendency is to reduce the list to just a few Landmarks, and even then there is difficulty in
finding any real measure of agreement as to which they should be. But it must be stated that
Mackey's list has been officially adopted by many, but not all, American Grand Lodges.

An alternative list of Landmarks, proposed as acceptable by Harry Carr in A Freemason at
Work (1976), that do conform to the two-point test include:

1. That a Mason professes a belief in God (the Supreme Being), the G.A.O.T.U.
That the V.S.L. is an essential and indispensable part of the Lodge, to be open in full
view when the Brethren are at Labour.

3. That a Mason must be male, free-born, and of mature age.

4. That a Mason, by his tenure, owes allegiance to the Sovereign and to the Craft.

5. That a Mason believes in the immortality of the soul.

The first four items listed are derived directly from the Old Charges, which date back to c.
1390 and are the oldest documents in the world belonging to the Craft. The last item in the
list, 'immortality’, is implicit in the religious beliefs of that period.

A modem view, with which there is likely to be general but of course not universal
agreement, is that a landmark is that without which masonry cannot exist and which
determines the boundary beyond which Grand Lodge cannot go. Anything in masonry that a
Grand Lodge has the right to change cannot be a Landmark.

An interesting and alternative proposition, but possibly an unpopular one, made by the
Editor of Miscellanea Latomorum is worthy of note. It is to the effect that when Dr Anderson
used the word Landmark in the 1723 Constitutions (the only reference to Landmarks in that
publication, and in effect the only reference on which almost three centuries of argument
has been based) he was merely using a fine-sounding phrase, as was his custom, without
actually attaching to it, or intending to attach to it, any precise meaning whatsoever. What
Anderson said was that the Regulations can be added to or altered by Grand Lodge, provided
always that the old Landmarks be carefully preserved. "And | fancy," says the editor, "that all



the subsequent arguments about what Anderson had in mind, and the attempts to
enumerate or define his old Landmarks, are largely wasted ingenuity."

While there may be sympathy for that point of view, it is more likely that all thinking
Freemasons will want to make their own search for what they will regard as the Landmarks.
In that search the question might be asked; would Freemasonry remain essentially the same
to him were his 'Landmark’' altered or removed? If the answer is Yes, then he will need to
continue his search. Regardless, such a search has its own reward.



